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Abstract 
This paper explores the English portion of the university entrance 
exam in Japan, with particular reference to articles by Professor James Dean 
Brown of the University of Hawaii at Manoa and Professor Sayoko Okada 
Yamashita of Tokyo International Christian University. The related articles 
were part of a series published by Professor Brown and Professor Yamashita 
from 1993 to 1999. These studies remain relevant today because little has 
changed with regard to the English portion of the university entrance 
examination for top universities in Japan. Brown and Yamashita’s seminal 
work (1995a) concerning university English language entrance examinations 
remains the basis of any discussion regarding the problems and solutions 
surrounding the English entrance exam in Japan (Kikuchi, 2006). In fact, 
more than ten years later, Kikuchi replicated Brown and Yamashita’s 1995a 
study and found that “the types of items, their variety, and the skills 
measured did not look substantially different” (2006, p. 77). The influence 
of the university entrance exam system on English education in Japan is 
significant for a variety of reasons, but particularly because anyone teaching 
English in Japan must appreciate the English portion of the entrance exam’s 
strong impact on students’ views of English. In addition, being mindful of 
the exam affords the English teacher enhanced ability toward constructive 
change in future testing methods and teaching practices. In addition, it is 
important that foreign teachers in particular learn to appreciate the system 
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from their host country’s perspective. If the foreign teacher cannot develop 
an appreciation of the testing system in Japan, then any efforts to make 
positive changes in related methods and practices will be ineffectual. This 
study encourages experts in the field of testing, such as Brown to continue 
their efforts to improve Japan’s testing system, but to do so with improved 
cultural sensitivity. 
English Entrance Examinations in Japan 
Background  
In Japanese, the entrance exam system is often termed shiken jigoku 
(examination hell). The term shiken jigoku is believed to have come into use 
around the Meiji Restoration Period (1868-1912) as a product of the 
modernization of Japan (Amano, 1990). Entrance examinations are 
considered hell because of the disproportionate amount of resources 
allocated toward preparing for them. Parents deplete their income by sending 
children to juku (cram schools). Children study to a point of mental 
exhaustion which seems to deprive them of their childhoods (Brown, 1993). 
Japanese generally feel individual success is a direct outcome of their 
performance on these exams. Many do not like the system but accept it as 
necessary, see it as building character, and value the belief that it affords an 
egalitarian system of admissions (Horio, 1988). Typically a student wishing 
to enter a particular university will take two entrance examinations: the first 
is the National Center Test for University Admissions, which is a 
standardized national university entrance examination; the second is an 
entrance examination developed by the particular university the student 
wishes to enter.  
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Often university admission is based solely on entrance examination 
scores. This makes entrance examinations paramount in determining an 
individual’s future, in consideration of the finite number of openings–whose 
numbers have not grown–at elite institutions in Japan.  
Are test data employed to create test hysteria to proliferate juku?  
In one of Brown’s earliest articles, published in The Language 
Teacher and entitled “Language test hysteria in Japan?”, he discovers 
irregularities in test score reporting (1993). Brown focuses his critique on an 
article from The Daily Yomiuri entitled “Japan Tops TOEFL Entrants; Ranks 
only 149th in Scores” (see Table 2 for an account of the scores as they 
appeared in The Daily Yomiuri). The importance of this critique is that it 
exposes the negative influence the juku (cram schools) industry has on 
testing in Japan. This influence encompasses all testing in Japan and not just 
the English entrance examination.  
Brown exposes six problems with the The Daily Yomiuri’s reporting 
of the 1992-1993 TOEFL score results: a) the numbers of students involved 
in each country differ; b) the students in different countries have different 
reasons for taking the TOEFL; c) different types of students may be taking 
the TOEFL in different countries; d) the economies of various countries may 
cause patterns in who takes the TOEFL; e) the rankings in The Daily 
Yomiuri article are based on averages; and f) the differences may simply be 
chance fluctuations (Brown, 1993, p. 41). Brown carefully considers each of 
the aforementioned problems, however for brevity I will describe a) and e).   
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A) The Numbers of Students Involved in Each Country Differ 
According to the Daily Yomiuri article, 225,939 students took the 
TOEFL between July, 1989 and June, 1991. This number was compared to 
countries like Bhutan, Mongolia, and Kiribati, where respectively 34, 35, 
and 31 students took the TOEFL. Comparing such a small, less stable, and 
unrepresentative sample set does not result in an honest breakdown. Brown 
argues that for an accurate comparison a much larger sample set must be 
used. Brown presents his own research, in which he analyzed the results of 
the TOEFL taken by the 15 largest language groups (1993). Brown’s sample 
set included 24,500 total students, with a minimum language group size of 
1,000 students. Brown found that Japan ranked roughly in the middle of this 
sample. This suggests far better general proficiency in English for Japanese 
students when compared to other language groups than the image the Daily 
Yomiuri’s title “Japan Tops TOEFL Entrants; Ranks only 149th in Scores” 
presents. Clearly, Brown took similar data and analyzed it in a more expert 
manner than the methods employed by The Daily Yomiuri, and this 
illustrates how scores were generally much better than the headline suggests.  
E) The Rankings in The Daily Yomiuri Article Are Based on Averages 
Professor Brown indicates that the figures in The Daily Yomiuri are 
based on averages, and thus embody only that small group of test takers 
within each language group who scored precisely at the average (1993, p. 
42). The average alone does not account for the fact that large numbers of 
students of each nationality scored both above and below the average. 
Consequently, even though Singapore and India scored much higher 
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averages than Japan, Japan may have more students who scored higher 
scores than Singaporeans or Indians.  
Also, when considering the vast range of TOEFL scores (200-677), 
these variations in scores within each nationality dwarf the much slighter 
differences that exist between nationalities. That is, in the greater scheme of 
English education in Japan these differences in average scores identified in 
The Daily Yomiuri are insignificant. The relevant matter may be the 
disparity in scoring within Japan, and not how Japan compares to other 
nationalities or language groups.   
Brown concludes that The Daily Yomiuri article could be dismissed as 
one that makes a major issue out of nothing at all. However, he argues that 
in a country like Japan where testing is taken seriously, indeed, where 
testing is a major industry, it is important to report test results very 
responsibly, so that hysteria can be avoided (p. 42). Brown seems to hint that 
this distortion of data is intentional, and potentially fueled by the Japanese 
industry of juku. Brown suggests that articles such as The Daily Yomiuri’s 
generate test hysteria, and consequently support the juku industry. Consider 
that juku number roughly 50,000 today while post-secondary institutions of 
higher education number roughly around 1,000.  
Why is there such variation in test items from institution to institution? 
 Brown followed his 1993 article with a study that carefully 
investigated the nature of Japanese university English entrance 
examinations. He studied the English portion of 21 Japanese university 
entrance exams in 1993, and again in 1994. The results were reported by 
Brown and Yamashita in the JALT Journal in an article entitled “English 
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Entrance Examinations at Japanese Universities: What Do We Know About 
Them?” (1995a). 
 Brown and Yamashita discovered that test items wildly vary from 
institution to institution (1995a). However, there is one constant mentioned 
by Brown: every institution’s entrance exam included an English test 
(1995a). Brown suggests this may be the whole motivation for some students 
to study English. This is important for teachers to carefully consider. High 
school seniors must be prepared for entrance examinations irrespective of 
how troubling the test item types may be (i.e. translation items of either 
Japanese to English or English to Japanese), and no matter what they 
measure (i.e., “test-wiseness”). Millman, Bishop, and Ebel (1965) defined 
“test-wiseness” as an individual’s ability to apply the features and designs of 
the test and/or the test taking condition to achieve a proficient score. Test-
wiseness is rationally free of the examinee’s understanding of the subject 
matter for which the items are allegedly assessing (p. 707). 
 Brown (1995a) cites Fujita: “the status of universities in Japan is 
determined by two factors: the difficulty level of the entrance examination, 
and the quality of the career opportunities that students have when they 
graduate” (1991, p. 154).  This is paramount, because the latter (career 
opportunity) is a product of student performance on the former (entrance 
examination). Consequently, universities have a clearly assigned interest in 
keeping their test private and secret. Conducting analyses on test items 
would jeopardize their status, because it is the very nature of these items that 
ensures a university’s status. Basically, the entrance exam simply needs to 
be difficult–not practical, not reliable, not valid–just difficult. How can 
students perform well on a difficult test that is not held to any strictures of 
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design? The answer: by going to a variety of juku, and thus becoming test-
wise. Do all students have equal access to these juku? Is the system 
egalitarian? To the foreign teacher this system may seem clearly unfair. 
However, keep in mind that Japanese society sees the cut score as being 
devoid of bias.  
 Brown also determines that the university entrance examinations 
encourage “students who finally do get admitted to do almost no academic 
work while in college” (1995a, p. 22). If this is correct, then it would be 
logical to state that when you combine a high stakes exam with the residual 
effect of students doing little academic work upon admission, then a system 
is established where high schools and juku prepare students for exams, and 
the prestige of the university is sufficient to ensure an individual’s career. 
Therefore, because the entrance exam is the sole criterion used to gain 
admission to elite universities, and the institution in question will guarantee 
their career, why should students care about anything other than the entrance 
exam (Brown, 1995a, pp. 23-24)? In this environment a single test becomes 
tantamount to a four year degree and an individual’s future.  
 It seems plausible that the only purpose the English portion of the test 
serves is to add another dimension to the entrance examination. The fact that 
each university has its own exam, and each university’s test items vary 
drastically suggests that the tests are promoting the necessity of student test-
wiseness. Again, this ambiguity would seemingly generate the test hysteria 
which supports the juku industry.  
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A Closer Look at Reading Passage Difficulty and Item Variation 
In Brown and Yamashita (1995a) the National Center Test, 10 
prestigious private universities, and 10 prestigious public universities’ 
entrance examinations were analyzed to determine: 1) difficulty of reading 
passages; 2) difference in levels of reading passage difficulty in private and 
public school examinations; 3) the types of items included on exams, their 
variety, and the test length; 4) the differences in the types of items used in 
private and public examinations; and 5) the skills measured. There are 
significant problems in all areas, but for brevity areas 1 and 3 are discussed 
below.  
1) Difficulty of Reading Passages 
Reading passage difficulty ranged from seventh grade on the National 
Center Test to third-year university on the Yokohama City University 
entrance examination. This is disconcerting, because many test items across 
all entrance exams were largely based on difficult reading passages, which in 
turn depend on specialized knowledge of topics that could not be learnt if 
English language acquisition is the objective of English language education 
in Japanese schools. Consequently, there is the potential of topic-awareness 
bias. Thus, chance knowledge of a particular topic and the vocabulary that 
accompanies it decides whether or not a student performs well on these 
significant portions of the entrance examinations. If there is topic bias, there 
are test reliability and validity issues (Brown & Yamshita, 1995a, pp. 13-
15). The presence of these types of test items supports Brown’s argument 
that there is a strong degree of test-wiseness being evaluated, which provides 
industry for juku. 
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3) The Types of Test Items and Their Variety  
This area was of primary concern because among the 21 tests Brown 
and Yamashita found 22 distinctly different types of multiple choice 
questions. In addition, they found that the tests required detailed knowledge 
of language techniques, both written and oral specifically translation-type 
questions, both from Japanese to English and vice versa (Brown & 
Yamshita, 1995a, p. 17). Unfortunately, the scope of this paper will not 
allow a thorough analysis of these troubling results. However, consider that 
students are required to change item types frequently within each entrance 
examination. This means directions (always in Japanese) are extensive. 
Brown and Yamashita suggest this tends to evaluate student test-wiseness. 
Consequently, the examinations are effectively measuring student ability to 
cope with a wide variety of item types and directions by changing item types 
often. Essentially the entrance exam does not evaluate the content area 
intended to be measured, but instead evaluates test-wiseness. (pp. 19-20) 
Other exams such as TOEFL avoid this by keeping items similar within 
fairly large subtests.  
Why are there no test design standards? 
 Brown and Yamashita conclude their study by warning institutions 
that entrance exams are used to make decisions about students’ lives, and 
thus should be crafted with impartiality in mind. The university entrance 
exams act as the arbiters of a life of affluence or mediocrity. Therefore, these 
exams should be of the highest quality if they are to be fair to all students, 
and by high quality they mean a test that has been analyzed before it is used 
and determined to be both valid and reliable before it is administered. Brown 
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concedes that the test items are well written and contain very few errors, but 
contends that this does not prove their practicality, reliability, or validity. 
Institutions must be made accountable for their admissions decisions 
because they profoundly affect many young lives. The practicality, 
reliability, and validity of entrance exams can be ensured through the 
implementation of national testing standards. For example, in the United 
States the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (CDSEPT) 
serves as a yardstick by which tests are evaluated. Additionally, the creation 
of watchdog institutions such as Buros Mental Measurements Yearbook 
which collects and reviews published tests helps to maintain test developers 
standards. Clearly, all students deserve entrance exams of the highest 
quality. This is irrefutable and makes one wonder, “Why is there no 
equivalent to the CDSEPT in Japan?”  
Problems and Solutions 
At the JALT 1995 Conference in Tokyo Professor Brown presented 
the culmination of his work on entrance examinations entitled “English 
Language Entrance Examinations in Japan: Problems and Solutions” 
(1996a). Certain portions of this work are discussed below. 
Item Quality 
Brown’s first suggestion is to begin piloting and analyzing test items. 
He suggests that, if items are not piloted and analyzed, they may either be 
too difficult or too easy. Brown suggests, “Failing to pilot the items used on 
entrance examinations borders on being unethical and is definitely 
unprofessional” (1996a, p. 273) .  
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Test Revision 
Brown found that “the testing team carefully develop the test… 
administer and score it and report the scores… finally, they publish the test 
for public scrutiny” (p. 274). This process consistently leaves out piloting, 
statistical analysis of piloted results, item selection, revision based on 
statistical analyses, ensuring optimum testing conditions, and statistical 
analysis of final results. Brown argues, “From my perspective as an 
American language testing professional, I find the entrance exam 
development practices unethical and unprofessional (p. 274).” Brown’s 
solution is clear by simply including all the steps he has identified above in 
test development, university entrance exams would be greatly improved.  
Conclusion 
Had Brown been more thoughtful in his tactic toward initiating 
change in the Japanese entrance exam system, many of his solutions may 
have been better received so many years ago. Undoubtedly, Brown 
uncovered a number of serious problems with the English portion of 
Japanese university entrance examinations that still exist today. However, 
Kikuchi’s study fails to address problems and solutions to the virtually 
unchanged state of the English portion of the entrance examination. This 
would be valuable because his criticism of Japanese entrance exams is as 
valid today as it was almost 20 years ago. His, at times, strident assaults 
were unquestionably perceived by Japanese academia as an attack on the 
Japanese entrance exam designers and the Japanese educational system in 
general. Instead of attacking the current system, Professor Brown might 
have chosen to lead a struggle to educate test designers in Japan on how to 
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implement his suggested changes. This would undoubtedly lead to better 
tests by empowering Japanese test developers (Davidson F. D., 2011). The 
problems Brown identifies and the suggestions he recommends are 
impossible to deny and ignore, but working harder to use standard testing 
methods in a Japanese cultural context may be more helpful than simply 
identifying problems and solutions from a Western perspective. To Japanese 
it may seem overwhelming to use Brown’s Western solutions when they are 
not customary or, quite likely, not completely understood. To describe good 
test development as simple, as Brown does repeatedly, oversimplifies a very 
specialized skill. Brown may want to consider helping repair problems by 
creating a school to teach testing methods. However, foreigners who wish to 
effect change on the current English entrance examinations, and who do not 
consider Japanese culture first, will be wasting their efforts.  
Brown has surely identified serious problems with the Japanese 
entrance exam as they relate to the top universities in Japan. If these 
institutions would hold themselves responsible for upholding basic testing 
standards of validity and reliability, they could create much more equitable 
tests and reduce the detrimental negative reaction it has created toward 
English language acquisition in general. Ignoring these arguments, the 
universities encourage the belief that they are indeed the major reason there 
has been a proliferation of juku, juku which primarily serve to teach students 
test-wiseness. Japanese educators often wonder why their students are not 
“good at English”, and the answer may live entirely within the university 
entrance examination system which is driving their students’ language 
education. What exists today is a test-centered language education system 
focused upon passing an exam. Faced with many reading passages, for 
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example, students attempt to learn difficult vocabulary that is far above the 
level required to become functionally fluent in English. No high school 
student wishing to enter an elite university should be required to answer 
third-year native-speaker university level reading comprehension questions 
that require specialized knowledge of a particular topic and the vocabulary 
that accompanies it.  Additionally, this same student should not need to learn 
translation, which is a specialized skill almost entirely unrelated to English 
language acquisition. There is a prevalence of test item variation not only in 
each test, but also across institutions. Thus, a student who wishes to apply to 
a variety of schools will have to become testwise for each school’s entrance 
exam, because of test variation. How is this fair? Are we not testing English 
proficiency? Why is there not a national exam that is the only measure? The 
consequence of these questions not being addressed is that only students 
who can afford to go to the best juku will succeed in the current system. 
Who else can afford to prepare so extensively? Is this equitable? Will the 
best of Japan rise to the top in this system? We must first think of what is 
best for everyone. A system that allows so much wild disparity in item 
variation is discriminatory.  
Brown should be highly praised for identifying serious problems of validity and reliability 
within the Japanese entrance exam system. The problem of validity can only be overcome if 
institutions are willing to adopt some basic standards of testing. For instance, if we pose the 
question, “Who makes test validity arguments?”, we would typically find the answer to be the 
creator of the test either a testing establishment, or a testing committee (Davidson & Fulcher, 
2009, p. 221). Therefore, any change, if it were to occur, that could result in valid and reliable 
testing, must come from test creators. Unfortunately, it seems it is most likely that change will 
not occur until there is a high profile incident that sets a precedent, and which thereafter 
requires entrance test creation involving basic standards, such as piloting, statistical analysis of 
piloted results, item selection, revision based on statistical analyses, security of optimum testing 
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conditions, and final results statistical analysis. Until these basic tools of test creation are 
regulated by some governing body, test design will continue to primarily serve the interests of 
the university system and those they support. It will likewise continue to exploit Japanese 
students who believe the system is testing their English aptitude.  
Table 1 
Citations of Brown and Yamashita 1995a (1996-2012) 
# of Citations 
Year of Citations 
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Table 2 
TOEFL Scores in Asian Countries July 1989 – June 1991  
(Adapted from The Daily Yomiuri, 1993)  
Country Number of Participants Average Score 
Singapore 7,339 592 
Mauritius 402 582 
India 57,387 573 
Philippines 10,562 565 
Bhutan 34 565 
Sri Lanka 6,122 539 
Brunei 276 535 
Malaysia 27,258 533 
China 144,535 531 
Nepal 1,598 529 
Pakistan 22,549 521 
Afghanistan 776 514 
Vietnam 4,929 511 
Mongolia 35 510 
Myanmar 1,463 509 
Hong Kong 107,469 508 
Laos 438 506 
South Korea 77,004 504 
Macao 2,729 503 
Taiwan 105,115 503 
Indonesia 30,286 502 
Cambodia 731 498 
Thailand 33,051 491 
Bangladesh 11,015 489 
Kiribati 31 485 
Japan 225,939 484 
North Korea 795 479 
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